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Breathe deep and learn
Schools use ‘mindfulness’ to help  
students cope, transition and learn
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Every school in one place
Our Guide to private and independent 
schools has everything you need
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New information literacy 
course at Providence  

Country Day School to help 
students become experts  

in web credibility 

It’s a cultural norm that teenagers 
today spend hours online each day 
engaged with games, music, shows 
and social media. What’s largely 
unknown, however, is most youth 
lack the critical skills needed to nav-
igate information on the internet, 
according to a recent study led by 
Stanford researchers. From social 
media feeds to search results, stu-
dents have trouble judging credible 
sources from unreliable ones and 
confuse original and sponsored 
content across news outlets, blogs 
and other digital channels, as 
reported from the Stanford Gradu-
ate School of Education. 

“When we Google, there could be 
10 million results that address a 
search topic, all from different 
angles or opposing viewpoints. 

Tech-savvy
teens still 

need help on
the internet

Gordon School overhauled  
its tuition model, wiped 
‘financial aid’ from the 

books, and began changing  
a culture that goes  
back generations

BY  S C OT T  PIC K E RI N G
spickering@eastbaynewspapers.com

Gordon School is one month into a 
groundbreaking, new tuition program, 
and everything is different. Except, it 
isn’t. Except, it really is.

The ‘not so different’ part is the 
diverse student population in an elite 
East Providence school with a top tui-
tion price of about $34,000. The ‘differ-
ent’ part is everything else having to do 
with tuition — what it’s called, how it’s 
talked about, what it means and how it 
defines or classifies students in the 
school.

It’s one thing to say Gordon School is 
FIT! — it looks great on a bumper stick-
er — it’s another to understand what 
that means.

To begin, FIT stands for Family Indi-
vidualized Tuition. It’s the new pro-
gram that went live this month after 
three years of planning.

As of the 2018-19 school year, none 
of the 350 Gordon families is receiving 
financial aid. The entire financial aid 
structure is gone. Even the terminolo-
gy is gone. You can’t find “financial aid” 
on the school website, pamphlets or 
admissions materials, nor can you find 

it on the digital portal used by parents 
to apply to the school. Since Gordon’s 
longtime software vendor could not 
create a platform without the words 
“financial aid,” they went out and 
found a new vendor to write a custom 
program.

“Financial aid is not something that’s 
in our terminology or our reality,” said 

Tom Cicatiello, the school’s chief finan-
cial officer. “We’re not window-dress-
ing here, so we didn’t want to have 
people pull back the curtain and see 
the same, old thing.”

The new concept is relatively simple. 
Instead of charging every family the 

Forget financial aid — that’s old school

See TECH Page 12See FIT Page 4

Gordon School replaced the traditional tuition-financial aid model with a system 
of individualized tuitions for every family.
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same tuition, with some paying 100 
percent and others paying less based 
on their level of ‘financial aid,’ every 
family now has its own tuition. And 
they all pay 100 percent of it. Some pay 
a $34,000 tuition. Others pay a $25,000 
tuition. Others pay a $12,000 tuition.

The school campus is still the same. 
The programs and curriculums are the 
same. Staffing is pretty much the same. 
Overall, the operating revenue and 
expense budgets are basically the 
same. All that’s changed is how they 
talk about the price of a Gordon educa-
tion.

A cultural shift
“It’s important to think about what 

the culture of financial aid does to a 
school,” said new Head of School Dr. 
Noni Thomas López. “What does it 
mean to have this idea floating around 
that the wealthier families in the school 
are funding the participation of less 
affluent families? What does it feel like 
for the families that are on financial 

aid? How they feel they belong in the 
school community, to express con-
cerns and issues? … In schools I’ve 
been at in the past, families that were 
on financial aid felt like they couldn’t 
complain about anything, because 
they didn’t want to put their aid in 
jeopardy.”

Ms. Thomas López began this year at 
the same time as the FIT rollout, after 
taking over for longtime Head Ralph 
Wales. She inherited FIT, as well as the 
school’s reputation as a national leader 
in diversity initiatives, and just a few 
months into her tenure, she sees deep 
connections between FIT and the 
school’s core beliefs.

“We want to create a community 
where people feel a sense of true, 
authentic belonging,” she said. “This 
system really does a lot to create an 
authentic community.”

She elaborated: “I think culture is not 
a small thing. I’ve been in rooms where 
financial aid is talked about as a bur-
den, or it’s eating into a budget, and not 
being able to do things because we’re 
committing so much to financial aid. 

What kind of message does that send 
to folks that are on financial aid, 
because the support they’re getting 
from the school is somehow a burden 

on the program and the school?”

From ‘needy’ to investors
Mr. Cicatiello said he’s already seen 

the difference firsthand.
“There are a lot of small things that 

create the culture around this,” he said. 
“In the old system, let’s say you received 
$10,000 of financial aid. Every month, 
we sent you a bill, and we showed you 
the full price, and we showed you the 
aid that you were getting, and every 
month there was a reminder that you 
weren’t paying the full price. Today, no 
more. Now we say, your price is, for 
example, $20,000. That’s a sizable 
investment your family is making to 
this school, and we appreciate that.”

In effect, Gordon is abandoning a 
tuition system that goes back genera-
tions, where families demonstrate 
“need” in order to get “aid.” Said Ms. 
Thomas López, “If we’re going to 
espouse the values that we do, every-
thing we do has to be in alignment with 
that, particularly if you’re talking about 

Hands-on learning! Live music! 
Sports games! FREE LUNCH!

Oct. 13
OPEN HOUSE

RSVP: mosesbrown.org/admission

Nursery – 12th Grade Co-ed

St. Philomena School
Invites you to start the journey today!

324 Cory’s Lane, Portsmouth, RI 02871  |  401.683.0268  |  www.saintphilomena.org

A Catholic School  |  Preschool – Grade 8
Sponsored by the Sisters Faithful Companions of Jesus
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Grow in Courage & Confi dence

We invite you to our  

Open House! 
Sunday, October 21st 
12:00–2:00PM

See FACING PAGE

FIT: New system has a different tuition for every student
From Page 1

Head of School Dr. Noni Thomas López
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something like socioeconomic circum-
stances. And that’s something else that 
is sensitive for independent schools … 
They rest on their laurels, because they 
think, ‘well, we have financial aid,’ but 
they don’t stop to think about how that 
impacts families.

“Every practice here matters, like the 
fact that when we’re in our finance 
meetings, we’re not talking about kids 
that are on financial aid. It’s important 
in terms of, when we walk out, how we 
view our families … Some schools may 
dismiss this as, ‘it’s the same thing with 
new wrapping on it.’ It’s a game-chang-
er. This is what independent schools 
say they want to be, but if they’re not 
willing to look at how they manage and 
talk about their families, they’re not 
going to make the progress they say 
they want.”

Mr. Cicatiello said he sees benefits 
on a daily basis. “To be able to sit down 
and say, ‘your family’s investment in 
Gordon is this, and here’s why’ … it 
puts everybody at the same table, at 

the same level, as opposed to sitting 
down and saying, ‘what does your fam-
ily need to be able to come here?’ ”

A great, unmet ‘need’
According to Mr. Cicatiello, nation-

wide research shows that the “old” sys-
tem is not working well. Schools offer-
ing traditional financial aid programs 
only fund about 60 percent of the 
demonstrated “need” from applicants. 
In addition, he said, because families 
had to reapply for financial aid every 
year, they never knew what their tui-
tion would be year to year.

“We found that families were unable 
to fully commit to the school, because 
they never knew what was going to 
happen the following year. Is this the 
year where I get the full funding and 
I’m going to stay, or am I going to have 
to leave? So there were a lot of things 
about the old system that were ineffec-
tive. It really challenged us to rethink, 
to ask, ‘if you could start over, what 
would you do?’ ”

Preschool (age 3) - Grade 8 | Tuition assistance available 
Extended Day School until 5:30 pm at no additional charge!

180 Rhode Island Avenue, Newport RI 02840

Knowledge & GraceKnowledge & Grace

New England’s coeducational Catholic boarding & day school 
for students in grades 9-12, just seven miles north of Newport, Rhode Island

Please plan to attend our Open House on Saturday, October 13. 
To register, call 401-643-1248

www.portsmouthabbey.org

p ort s m o u t h  abbey school

From FACING PAGE

Gordon says new system is a ‘game-changer’ for community

Tom Cicatiello, chief financial officer, worked on Gordon’s new tuition model for 
three years before it went live this school year.See FIT Page 6
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Our Lady of Mount 
Carmel School

A Roman Catholic School in the
Diocese of Providence

Academic Excellence, Catholic Faith Based 
Education, Community Service

• Dedicated, long-serving faculty

• Low student-teacher ratio 
  (never more than 20 students!)

• STEAM certified teachers

127 State Street, Bristol, RI  |  www.olmcri.org • (401) 253-8455

OPEN HOUSE
Sunday, November 4 

 11:30am – 1pm 
Pre-K3 through 8th Grade

 rare opportunities
+ supportive peers

encourage 
brave choices

Our educators provide ample opportunities for students 
to take wise risks, try new things, and investigate fresh interests.

Open House
Saturday, October 13

1:00pm

register: standrews-ri.org

grades 6-12 & pg • boarding and day • Barrington, RI

FIT: Tuition system matches with core values around diversity
From Page 5

Mr. Cicatiello lived in the financial 
aid system for 21 years, since begin-
ning at Gordon. In that time, he’s seen 
a major shift in the financial portfolios 
of Gordon applicants.

“When I first got here, there were 
many more families paying for tuition 
through intergenerational wealth, or 
through trust funds, or through family 
support. Whereas today, partly because 
of our desire to diversify the student 
body, and partly because of changes in 
the country and the state, people are 
investing in education out of their 
household budgets. It’s pretty much off 
of their W2 … So we said, ‘what can we 
do about it?’ ”

FIT for three years
Furthermore, he said, because fami-

ly budgets don’t change very frequent-
ly, Gordon has chosen to create more 
stability. They tell families their FIT 
price for three years. And the families 
have to go through the process of 

paperwork and documentation only 
once every three years.

“It’s really a game-changer for fami-
lies,” Mr. Cicatiello said.

Skeptics have challenged the Gordon 
model as simply window-dressing on 
the old system, or worse. Said Ms. 
Thomas López, “I think there were 
questions about Gordon, whether we 
were taking this step to get that upper 
end, up higher.”

It’s not. The top tuition of $34,000 is 
about 2 percent higher than it was last 
year.

Ms. Thomas López argues that the 
new system has made Gordon more 
transparent in some ways.

“When families in the traditional sys-
tem get their financial aid model, some 
of them know that they can make a 
phone call and mess around with that 
number. There are other families, you 
can guess which ones, who don’t have 
the social capital, who don’t even know 
they can do that. The fact that we can 
hold our heads high, and everyone can 
know that’s their price, and there’s 
nobody making secret deals, is import-

ant,” Ms. Thomas López said.
The conversations are shifting inside 

the faculty as well, she said. 
“The onus is on us to demonstrate 

the value of a Gordon education. So 
when we’re with a family who’s feeling 
like the cost is too much, we’re not 
going into a dark negotiation where 
we’re talking about dollars. We talk 
about the program, and let’s talk about 
your child, and let’s talk about why this 
is a great match … So it’s changed 
things for us, because we’re not going 
to negotiate on the dollars. We have to 
make sure the program is top-notch.”

A much different application
Mr. Cicatiello said the experience 

for perspective families is vastly dif-
ferent than it used to be. “In the old 
days, you inquired in September, we 
had you come to an open house in 
November, you brought your child for 
a visit, we got you to fall in love with 
the school, maybe you had a ‘come 
and play’ date in January, we accept-
ed you in February, and we told you 
your price in March,” he said. “That’s 

a long way to go. Now, you complete 
the financial part of the application, 
and after your visit, we give you your 
FIT price. So that FIT price now is in 
your hand right after your visit. You 
can then decide if you want to contin-
ue with the process, and you’re cer-
tainly more able to fully invest in the 
process.”

So everything changed at Gordon 
this year. But then again, it didn’t.

“Gordon School wouldn’t be Gor-
don School if there were 350 students 
here all paying $34,000,” Mr. Cicatiel-
lo said. “That’s not our program. We 
know that in order to have the pro-
gram we want, we need a diverse stu-
dent population, and that includes a 
diverse socioeconomic student popu-
lation … In the first year, we’ve 
enrolled a student body just as diverse 
as it was before.”

“This program is in direct align-
ment with our values,” Ms. Thomas 
López said.


